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Abstract:
No More A-Ial-apple: An Examination of Kindergarten and First Grade Phonics within a
Progressive Framework
By Arielle R. Derby

This paper examines the approach to teaching literacy taken by back to basics and
progressive educators, and the role of phonics within each type of literacy program. The
necessity and application of phonics for kindergarten and first grade children is
discussed, grounded in the author's experience teaching in a progressive private school
and a back to basics charter school. I found from research and my experience, that
phonics is a necessary component for any complete literacy program. In addition,
learning phonics has a stronger and more positive effect on children's early reading and
writing when it is taught within a developmentally appropriate, experiential, and
progressive approach to literacy (Cunningham & Allington, 2003; Pinnell & Fountas,
1998; Moustafa, 1997). A brief overview of progressive research on phonics and
learning to read is included, as well as phonics- and phonemic awareness-based activities
grouped by ability level and target skill. These activities are intended to provide a
practical example of phonics within a progressive framework. Finally, the connection is
made between ensuring quality literacy education for all children and the ongoing
struggle for socioeconomic justice and equity in our society.

For Judith Tumin
who taught me to read and
who continues to teach me what it means to commit one's life to educating children
For the children of my kindergarten class
who sparkle with insight and potentialThank you for being my teachers
and
For Laurel
who, as always, pushed and inspired me every step of the way
to be the best teacher and the best writer I could be
who reminds me that I don't know everything, but loves me anyway

Table of Contents

Introduction: "You're Gonna Be Bored" ....................................................... p. 1
A Brief Look at Two Different Approaches to Literacy .......... .. .......................... p. 7
Back to Basics Literacy: An Overview ............................................... .p. 7
Progressive Literacy: An Overview .... . .............................................. p. 17
Back to Basics or Progressive? Strengths and Weaknesses ... .. ................ .. p. 27
Moving Beyond A-lal -apple: Evisioning Progressive Phonics ... .......... .... .... ... .... p. 35
Phonics Research from Sane Educators ....... ..... ..... ...... ................... ... .p. 36
101 Practical Ways to Teach Phonemic and Phonetic Skills in a Progressive
Program ................ .......... ..... .................... ...... ... . ............ . ... ......p. 42
Activities for Emergent Readers and Writers ........................... .... p. 43
Literacy-based Activities ............................................. p. 43
Literacy Within a Social Studies Context. ......................... p. 48
Literacy Activities for Transition Times .... . ............... ...... .p. 49
Activities for Transitional Readers and Writers ........................... p. 49
Literacy-based Activities .... . ........... . ............................ p. 50
Literacy Activities Focusing on Reading Fluency....... .. ..... ..p. 53
Literacy Within a Science and Math Context. .................... p. 56
Literacy Within a Social Studies Context. ..... .................... p. 56
Literacy Activities for Transition Times .............. ............. p. 57
Activities for Strong Readers and Writers ................................... p. 58
Literacy-based Activities .......... .... ............................. . .p. 58
Writing and Publishing ............................ ................... p. 62
Literacy Activities for Transition Times ................... ..... .. .p. 62
Knowing Where We Stand and Where the Road is Going: In Summary . ................ p. 64
References and Bibliography ....... . ..... ........................... ... ..................... ... p. 70

"You're Gonna Be Bored": A Progressive Educator in a Not-So-Progressive School

Before the school year began this fall, my colleagues at the brand-new, about to
open South Bronx Charter School 1 (SBCS) and I attended a three-day retreat with Urban
Education Exchange (UEE), the company our principal had hired to provide our language
arts and social studies curricula (The latter is called "General Knowledge" and is
modeled on the Core Knowledge program used in most New York City public schools).
UEE works with several charter schools in the New York metropolitan area, all of which
serve lower income populations of color. The language arts curriculum for kindergarten,
which I would be teaching, is phonics based, highlighting phonemic awareness and
introduction of letters. These skills are to be drilled repetitively through workbooks and
word lists, and are emphasized at the expense of reading aloud to children or allowing the
children time to read trade books of their choice on their own.
At the end of the retreat, with my mind boggled by this new way I was expected
to teach, I approached Melissa, the UEE professional developer who was assigned to my
school. "I have a confession to make," I told her. "You know, I'm really a progressive
educator." She laughed, looking slightly over her shoulder as if to see if anyone had
heard. "Well," she said, giving me a hard look, "you're gonna be bored. But, these kids
need this. You can't teach them the way you taught in private school." It was the first of
many times I would walk away from Melissa with my mouth mentally hanging open. lfl
was going to be bored, what about the children?
I left my job at a progressive private school in Manhattan for SBCS because I felt
it was time to honor my commitment to teaching in the public sector, preferably working
1

I have changed the name of the school and all the individuals associated with it, but retained the real name
of our curriculum development company.
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with children who were being underserved. I was also intrigued by the teaching
philosophy adopted by SBCS and many other achievement-geared charter schools
serving lower income children of color. I wondered why SBCS and schools like it had
not chosen to use a progressive methodology, since I had always felt this type of
education to be the most conducive to high academic achievement. If the children I
taught needed extra support in the basics of literacy and math, such as phonics and
formulaic computation, why not provide those things within the social studies based,
learning-through-experience approach that I equated with excellence?
I understood from conversations with colleagues, research, and class discussions
at Bank Street that the students served by these schools came to school with life
experiences that were different than those of middle class children. Many communities
and parents of color approached child rearing and education differently than many white
communities, particularly with a class differential involved. Not yet having worked in
anything but a middle class community, I felt that perhaps I was being presumptuous in
assuming that the way I taught was the best way for all children. I had read Lisa Delpit's
(1995) argument that progressive educators did a disservice to children of color in
expecting them to learn the same way white middle class children did, hence ignoring the
different strengths, experiences, and knowledge bases these children brought from their
homes and communities (pp. 14, 23-28). Was I one of those educators, barging in with
ideas that took no account of who the children were and how they learned best? I wanted
to try out this other way and see for myself how it worked, and so I accepted the job at
SBCS.
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The result has been a long, hard journey. As I write this, in the spring of my year
at SBCS, I am looking for another job, one that will still allow me to teach in the public
sector while enabling me to be true to my philosophy of experiential, child-centered,
progressive education. Along the way, I've learned a great deal. Through my struggles
with the curriculum, structure, and attitudes of my colleagues at SBCS, I have become
intimately acquainted with what Herbert Kohl (2003) calls "stupidity and tears:"
"Stupidity that leads to tears .. .is a form of institutional and social coercion that traps
people into acting in ways they consider to be stupid and, in the context of teaching,
counter to the work they feel they must do to help their students" (p. 11). Like many
novice teachers, I often came home in tears. The reason for my tears was not my
students, but my growing frustration in feeling, seeing, and hearing my 'real self-my
progressive, caring, child-centered self-slipping away to be replaced by a confused,
authoritarian automaton.
In such a situation, seeking another teaching position is both an act of defiance
and one of self-preservation. I will not subject any child to this distorted version of
myself. Rather, stuck for now in an environment where I am told I will lose my job if my
discipline does not improve but denied control over curricular content, daily schedule,
and classroom set-up and materials, I choose to go underground: to teach with a quiet
compassion, to manipulate whatever variables I can, and to remind myself daily of the
'real teacher' I have been and will be again.
In addition to learning about myself, I have learned a great deal about the
children. I know now that the children I am teaching this year are no different than the
white, middle class children I taught last year, despite what some politicians and
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educators may say about their motivations, abilities, and 'dysfunctional' families and
communities. Like all children, they need meaningful learning experiences, choice, the
respect of adults and other children, playtime, explorations, field trips, integrated
curricula, many experiences reading, being read to, writing, and talking, and
differentiated, individualized instruction. I also know that my students are different from
their middle class counterparts: they need even more exposure to and experience with
meaningful reading and writing activities, they need explicit instruction in and practice
with the way standard English works, and they need to be taught things like letters,
numbers, and shapes, because most of them did not learn those things at home or in preschool programs. They need all of the wonderful learning experiences my private school
kindergarteners had, with the addition or infusion of specific, explicit literacy and math
skills.
This is hardly a rationale for labels of ' deficient,' 'at-risk,' or 'high-needs,'
although some of my children's needs are high. It is, however, a beginning answer to my
question about how my students and their peers are taught in our society. The answer
affirms that there is no one 'right way' to teach. Children from differing backgrounds
and communities need to be taught differently, with attention paid to how their families
work, what they know when they come to school, and what they need to learn. It is also
an answer that tries to incorporate that knowledge into a progressive-based pedagogy.
This is the way to eliminate those destructive labels and provide lower-income and
minority children what I believe to be the very best and the most that the field of
education has to offer.
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In this paper, I draw on my experiences at SBCS and in progressive private
schools, reading I have done over the past two years at Bank Street, and the basic
principles of progressive philosophy and pedagogy as laid out by Lucy Sprague Mitchell
and her colleagues. I have synthesized this information to begin answering my questions
about how children learn, and specifically, how they learn to read and write. I hold that
through integration of progressive methodology, research on how children become
literate, and instruction that addresses the real needs, strengths, and weaknesses of all
children, we can create a truly balanced, effective, meaningful literacy program for the
children I teach and their peers all over the country.
In her 2001 Bank Street Masters Thesis, Jane Doherty interviewed 15 Bank Street
colleagues teaching in "high needs" schools in Washington Heights, the South Bronx,
and Harlem about their experiences attempting to use Bank Street methodologies in their
classrooms. Doherty quotes one teacher's lament, "The gap between a class at Bank
Street School for Children and what my class is like is incomprehensible. How could it
ever change into that?" (p. 21). I, too, have seen the gap she refers to: the relative
freedom of teachers at a progressive school like Bank Street to plan curriculum around
their students' interests, the understanding that learning and play are bound together for
young children and the cultivation of knowledge and skills through play, and the
constructivist perspective placing value on how an answer was reached are all absent at
my school.
The thinking, experimenting, discussion, and lesson planning that has gone into
this paper is my attempt to begin to "change it into that." Rather than settling for a skill
and drill-based literacy program that has me and my students bored to 'stupidity and
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tears,' just as Melissa predicted, I am suggesting an alternative that incorporates my
students' real needs for phonemic and phonetic awareness work as well as their equally
real needs for all that progressive education embodies. My aim is not only to best serve
my children in all of their varied brilliance, but also to live up to George Counts's
( 197 8/193 2) mandate for teachers to "increase sufficient! y their stock of courage,
intelligence, and vision, [and] become a social force of some magnitude ... the teachers
should deliberately reach for power and make the most of their conquest" (pp. 25-26).
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Two Roads Diverged: A Brief Look at Two Different Approaches to Literacy

Since the 1950s, American educators and policymakers have been engaged in a
'reading war' that has rivaled the Cold War in each side's self-assurance and vilification
of the other (Blevins, 1998; Moustafa, 1997; Chall, Jacobs, & Baldwin, 1990; Chall,
1967). The combatants are phonics and whole language; philosophically speaking, this
conflict might also be referred to as back to basics versus progressive education. There is
a vast body of research supporting each side, much of it contradictory (Cunningham,
2005; Moustafa, 1997). In this section, I briefly describe both back to basics and
progressive literacy programs, and discuss the strengths and weaknesses of each.

Back to Basics Literacy: An Overview
"Systematic synthetic phonics instruction was significantly more effective in improving
low socioeconomic status (SES) children's alphabetic knowledge and word reading skills
than instructional approaches that were less focused on these initial reading skills."
--National Reading Panel report, 2000.
In 2000, the National Reading Panel issued a report entitled "Teaching Children
to Read: An Evidence-Based Assessment of the Scientific Research Literature on
Reading and Its Implications for Reading Instruction." The panel was comprised of 14
"leading scientists in reading research, representatives of colleges of education, reading
teachers, educational administrators, and parents" (National Institute of Child Health and
Human Development, 2000). It undertook the task ofreviewing the vast body ofresearch
on learning to read with an intent to discover whether phonemic awareness and phonics
instruction improve reading achievement, and if so, how this instruction was best
provided. The final report was overwhelmingly in favor of explicit, systematic
instruction in phonemic awareness and phonics.
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The Reading First initiative of President Bush's No Child Left Behind Act drew
heavily from the conclusions of the NRP report (Milam, 2003); like the report, the
initiative placed a strong emphasis on phonemic awareness and systematic phonics
instruction in kindergarten and first grade. The phonics-based, skill and drill-driven
curricula inspired by the NRP report and the Reading First initiative (such as the UBE
language arts curriculum) are generally associated with a "back to basics" approach
education; in tum, back to basics is generally applied in inner city and lower income
student populations. In New York City, this population is predominantly non-white.
Overall, the back to basics approach is defined by an atmosphere of teacher
control and student compliance, quiet, orderly school behavior, and a ' respectful' attitude
towards adults born from acknowledging their power and absolute authority (Palmaffy,
1998; Kohn, 1996; Raywid, 1995). Instruction is teacher-directed and skill oriented, and
focuses on seat work rather than exploratory activities; the goal is mastery of benchmark
skills. Back to basics literacy programs emphasize that all children can and should learn
to read and write at an early age, and direct instruction in these skills begins in
kindergarten (UBE, 2004; Armbruster et al, 2001), and strong, explicit phonemic
awareness and phonics instruction is seen as the key to mastery (Ehri et al, 2001;
National Institute of Child Health and Human Development, 2000). There is a strong
emphasis on standards and standardized testing, as well as a school culture of excellence
and high academic success.
The building blocks of a back to basics early literacy program are
•

Direct instruction in the alphabetic principle, defined as the notion that
letters make specific sounds and can be put together to make words;
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•

Direct instruction in phonemic awareness, defined as being able to hear,
differentiate, and manipulate the smallest units of sound in words;

•

Direct instruction in phonics, defined as the relationship between sounds
and their spellings;

•

Mastery of specific literacy benchmarks as proven by standardized and
informal assessment;

•

Emphasis on decoding of text over storyline or context; and

•

Use of worksheets, drills, repetition, and repeating after the teacher to
internalize skills.

I will discuss each of these aspects in greater detail below.

Direct instruction in the alphabetic principle, phonemic awareness, and phonics
Most educators agree that phonemic awareness, an understanding of the
alphabetic principle, and phonics skills are crucial components of learning to read
(Cunningham & Hall, 2003, 1994; Armbruster, Lehr, & Osborn, 2001; Blevins, 1998;
Chall, 1967). Without the ability to hear and differentiate sounds, connect letter sounds
to the graphemes, or written symbols, that represent them, and convert spoken sounds
into written words and vice-versa, it would be impossible to effectively read or write.
Back to basics educators are the most vocal proponents for systematic, direct instruction
in these areas, however, they generally emphasize these literacy components over all else.
The UEE literacy curriculum my school uses lays out the order of letter sounds
and symbols to be taught and encourages activities based around the letter of the week.
There is little mention of non-phonemic activities (UEE, 2004). For example, teachers
are encouraged to choose stories for reading aloud that focus on the target letter or sound
being taught that week, and to stop reading regularly to model breaking words down into
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their component sounds for children. These read-aloud strategies maximize the stories'
phonemic and phonetic awareness potential; however, what is often sacrificed is the flow,
and thus the engagement in and enjoyment of a story. Not only does enjoyment of stories
promote a desire to read and write stories on one's own (Paley, 2004, 2000), but it
teaches what a story is. Through many experiences hearing stories read aloud, preliterate children come to understand what Marie Clay calls the 'concepts of print' : that
stories and other written words tell the reader something, that books in English are read in
a certain direction and order, and that letters, words, and sentences are each separate,
important entities (1998).
I visited a back to basics charter school in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, this October
while there for a family event. The founder and principal of my school had looked at this
school during their planning year, and set up the visit for me, having been extremely
impressed by the structure and achievement level of the school. In the kindergarten, I
observed the children sitting in rows with hands folded on their desks, repeating after
their teacher, "e with a breve says /e/!" I could see from the charts on the walls that they
had already learned the macron. In spite of having always been, according to my parents
and teachers, and expert reader, I had to look these symbols up when I got home: a breve
mark over a vowel means the pronunciation is short, and a macron over a vowel indicates
the pronunciation is long.
I also had the opportunity to observe reading groups during that visit. The teacher
and assistant teacher each took a group of five, and the remaining children sat silently at
their desks and completed phonics worksheets. The group I was sitting near was working
on the ' when two vowels go walking, the first one does the talking' rule. They repeated
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obediently as the teacher pointed to words on a chart. A focus on teaching the 'rules' of
English is a staple of traditional phonics programs (Blevins, 1998; Moustafa, 1997).

In my classroom, my co-teacher and I were scolded by Melissa for offering quiet
reading as a reading group choice for the groups we were not working with directly. She
was concerned that our students were "messing around with books" when they ought to
be "working on skills." She suggested that we make phonics worksheet packets for those
groups instead. This response is not untypical of a back to basics attitude, deeming direct
phonics review to have a greater importance for children than an opportunity to chose and
look at books on their own.

Mastery ofspecific literacy benchmarks as proven by standardized and informal
assessment
The back to basics approach is characterized by a heavy emphasis on standardized
testing (Palmaffy, 1998; Raywid, 1995). In such classrooms, strong emphasis is placed
on teacher accountability to prove, through hard data, that their students have mastered
the 'basics'- spelling, grammar, ability to decode-of literacy. The result tends to be
highly scripted and standardized curricula, direct teaching rather than exploration, and
placing higher emphasis on what is recalled than the process of learning. Rewards are
often based on ability to recall information correctly as well. In the Wisconsin
kindergarten classroom I observed, students earned 'smart dollars' for high scores on
weekly spelling and math tests, which allowed them to purchase free time. Those
without the grades spent the time reviewing what they had missed, seeming to me a harsh
practice for five- and six-year-olds.

- 11 -

The back to basics emphasis on measuring student achievement through testing is
reflected in UEE's curriculum. On the kindergarten level, three different standardized
assessments are given several times a year. The first of these, administered over five
days in forty-five minute segments, was given in October; half my students were still four
years old. The format of this assessment was similar to the SAT: each child received a
booklet with four or five multiple-choice questions on the page and a small circle to be
filled in under each possible answer. It is developmentally inappropriate to ask four- and
five-year-olds to sit for forty-five minutes and fill in little bubbles (Bredekamp & Copple,
1997); indeed, it is developmentally inappropriate for such young children to be expected
to hold a pencil for that long at one time (Bredekamp & Copple, 1997).
Needless to say, filling in the tiny circles was extremely difficult for my students.
Since a typical question asked my children to pick the bouquet from small drawings of a
single flower in vase, a bunch of flowers in a vase, and a bunch of flowers held in a
woman's hand, however, the tiny bubbles were the least of their worries. I felt the test
was unfair in its choice of pictures; even if a child knew bouquet had to do with flowers,
it would be difficult to pick the correct answer. In addition, for some questions in the
vocabulary section the pictures were so unclear that even I was unsure of the correct
answer. This test seemed to be setting my students, already identified as having smaller
vocabularies than their middle class peers ( Hart & Risley, 2003; Chall & Baldwin,
1990), up for failure.
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Emphasis on decoding of text over storyline or context

Back to basics educators have a very specific definition of what it means to read,
and, unlike their progressive counterparts, this definition has little to with understanding
or enjoyment of what is being read. In their (2001) review of the NRP's research
findings, Ehri et al defined reading as not intrinsically linked to comprehension. Rather,
reading includes reading words "on grocery lists, in telephone books, on labels and signs,
and on computer screens. Reading pseudowords, is also considered reading, because this
task assesses the ability to pronounce unknown written words" (p. 395). In this context,
'pseudowords' are made-up words that conform to phonetic rules, such as lut or moog.
Decoding these words would seemingly 'prove' that a child could decode any
phonetically regular word regardless of whether he or she knew what the word meant.
This definition of reading is consistent with the UEE curriculum my school uses, as
shown by their emphasis on standardized literacy assessments such as DEIBLS and
Gates-McGinitie that score the reader on "nonsense word fluency."
Although there is merit to having an ability to sound out new words, it seems a
fallacy to assess whether children can read by asking them to read pseudowords. In
addition, reading decontextualized or nonsense words deprives the reader of syntactic or
semantic context clues when encountering an unfamiliar word. Good readers rely on
context when they come to an unfamiliar word in text {Taberski, 2000), and beginning
readers need to be taught this skill and have many opportunities to practice it. The
predominant use of phonics activities such as reading from decontextualized lists ofreal
and nonsense words having the same beginning letter or ending sound results in the
devaluation of stories and narrative.
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Because they deemphasize meaningful, or indeed, any context, back to basics
literacy programs provide reading practice with isolated sentences or phrases, as well as
"decodable texts." These small books, which contain only phonetically regular words
containing letters, blends, or digraphs that the children have previously been taught, are a
hallmark of phonics programs. Because of the limited vocabulary they can use, the
language is often unnatural and the storyline disjointed or meaningless (Moustafa, 1997).
In addition, the decodable texts that I have encountered are not particularly interesting as
stories, nor are they remotely relevant to the lived experiences of my students, as they
predominantly feature white children in suburban settings. Interest in one's reading is
intrinsically linked to motivation to read (Cunningham, 2005; Cunningham & Allington,
2003; Taberski, 2000).
For example, Raul, one ofmy students, swaggered up to me during reading
groups and disdainfully dropped the decodable text, a sanitized, lily-white account of a
birthday party, on my lap. "This party is lame," he announced. "They don't have no
pii'iata, no nothin' !" Raul clearly did not see anything familiar or interesting in the text,
and thus decided that reading it was not worth his time; secretly, I didn't blame him, but I
did worry about what his lack of interest in the reading materials available to him would
do to his emerging literacy skills. Progressive educators have argued from the beginning
of the movement that children will learn to read more easily when they have reading
material that reflects their lives and is preferably about them, specifically (Cunningham,
2005; Rogovin, 2004; Shannon, 1990). To provide a limited choice of materials, many or
most of which are not interesting or relevant to the readers, is an excellent way to tum
children off to reading.
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Use of worksheets, drills, repetition, and repeating after the teacher to internalize skills
On a surface level, back to basics curricula appear to have several of the same
features as progressive curricula. Upon closer examination, however, it becomes
apparent that the engaging, participatory, or experiential 'soul' of the activity has been
replaced with the back to basics focus on drilling, parroting, and compliance. A good
example of this is the 'morning message' activity, a daily part of the UBE curriculum and
many other back to basics and progressive curricula. In UBE's model, the text is teachergenerated before the children arrive, and is supposed to remain mostly consistent each
day; a greeting, the date, the weather are always included. My typical morning message
reads, "Good morning, class! Today is Monday, April 271\ 2005. The weather is sunny.
We will have music and art today. Love, Ms. Derby."
In their pamphlet "UBE Curriculum Element Explanations K-2" (2004), the goals
of morning message are described. These goals are: practice using basic sight words;
demonstration that reading is done from left to right and top to bottom; demonstration of
the difference between letters, words, and sentences; practice of handwriting skills as the
students copy morning message into their journals; and setting a quiet tone in "mental
preparation for the rigorous academic schedule." The back to basics morning message
stresses student pronunciation, decoding, and copying of a simple, consistent, teachergenerated message. This is intended to provide the maximum amount of phonics
instruction, however, it is once again disconnected with the children's own interests.
Without the motivation of being interested, children will not absorb or internalize all that
is being taught (Rogovin, 2004; Kohn, 1996)
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The morning message activity can be a powerful phonics moment in a
progressive, student-driven classroom and can promote students' ownership of their
learning and a greater investment in school. It has the potential to help students
internalize the purposes ofreading and writing and solidify letter-sound correspondences,
as well as to experience communicating and learning about peers through writing
(Cunningham & Hall, 2003). In a back to basics classroom, however, morning message
is teacher-directed and tightly controlled. The role of the student is limited to repeating
after the teacher or reading chorally, diminishing possibilities for interest and
involvement.
In my class, I encourage the children to sound out, spell, and write in missing

words during morning message, as well as to end the message with a question or
comment that catalyzes a brief class discussion. My principal informed me these
additional activities took too long, causing the children to wiggle and become unable to
sit with their legs folded and their hands in their laps, the school mandated rug-sitting
position. Since back to basics educators are very concerned with the vocabulary
discrepancies between lower income children and middle class children (Hart & Risley,
2003), I was, as usual, surprised at the curtailing of my efforts to encourage my students
to talk, thus using and improving their vocabularies. According to the principal,
maintaining strict classroom order was more important than cultivating the art of
conversation and discussion.
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Progressive Literacy: An Overview

"If we tell children that reading is meaningful but teach them to read using meaningless
activities (for example, circle the words that have an /ok/ sound), we are giving them an
implicit but powerful message that reading is a meaningless activity. If we teach them to
read using meaningful materials, we give them an implicit but powerful message that
reading is a meaningful activity." -Margaret Moustafa, 1997, p. 53.
Progressive education was developed and practiced at the beginning of the
twentieth century by reform-minded educators such as John Dewey (1997/ 1938,
1966/1916), Lucy Sprague Mitchell (2001/1934, 1962, 1934), Caroline Pratt
(1990/ 1948), and Harriet Johnson (1972/1928, 1966/1933), and influenced by the childcentered work of Johann Pestalozzi (1995/ 1827) and Friedrich Froebe! (1967). These
educators ascribed to the notion that children learn through doing and experiencing is
paramount. The curriculum in a progressive program is designed to come from, relate to,
and draw on the children's own experiences and interests; often much of the curriculum
comes directly from the children's questions (Rogovin, 2004; Mitchell, 1995/ 1934; Pratt,
1990/ 1948). Individual and group problem solving is taught and encouraged, with
emphasis based not only at what answer was given but how it was arrived at; the process
of constructing knowledge is valued as much as knowledge itself.
The fundamentals of a progressive literacy program for young children are:
•

Developmental appropriateness;

•

Experience-driven curricula and contextual, meaningful activities;

•

Incorporation of each child's home and community life and experiences;

•

A great deal of choice in reading materials and writing topics; and

•

Teaching tools such shared reading, writer's workshop, and morning message.

In the coming subsections, I will discuss each of these fundamentals.
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Developmental appropriateness; experience-driven curricula and contextual, meaningful
activities
Progressive literacy programs place high value on working with children in
developmentally appropriate ways; classroom activities and pedagogical methodology are
created with the age and abilities of the children in mind. The developmental hallmarks
of each age being taught must inform curricular decisions regarding content and
approach. Planning a literacy activity, for example, would include thinking about what
the children already know and what they need to learn, how long their attention span is,
what kind of physical activity is appropriate or needed, what materials are appropriate for
the age group, and what content will engage and interest them.
Since young children learn best through play (Bredekamp & Copple, 1997; Berk
& Winsler, 1995), developmentally appropriate curricula must integrate literary and
literacy opportunities during all parts of the day, including and especially play time.
Dramatic play and blocks are two important aspects of progressive programs where
children can have meaningful and unlimited literacy experiences. Observations of
children engaged in dramatic play as well as the body of research and theory on this topic
clearly show that dramatic play is a crucial part of developing reading and writing skills.
Within the meaningful context provided by interesting play schemas, children will seek
out the information or skills that will enhance their play.
A major goal of progressive literacy programs is creating meaningful literacy
experiences that teach children all the 'real world' reasons people read and write
(Cunningham, 2005). Literacy skills such as making and using money to run a store,
writing street signs or signs for businesses, labeling their block buildings, and writing
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stories to be acted out are all 'real' reasons to use literacy that are cultivated through
imaginative play (Paley, 2000/1979; Davidson, 1996; Pratt, 1990/1948).
The vocabulary enrichment provided by imaginative play is particularly important
for lower income children, who often come to school with substantially smaller working
vocabularies that some researchers have called it the ' 30 million word gap' when
compared to their middle class peers (Hart & Risley, 2003; Blevins, 1998; Chall, Jacobs,

& Baldwin, 1990). Extensive experiences with dramatic play provide a scaffolded
environment for language development in which children have the opportunity to learn
from one another and through using language in the more universal context of fantasy.
For example, children are able to intuit the meanings of new words or expressions
through the context of the play scenario they create. Further, children playing together
also model correct or new language usage for each other, or recreate stories they have
heard using the 'book language' that has been read to them. This is an especially
important experience for second language learners, as it helps them absorb, repeat, and
practice English in a socially safe and understandable context.

It is also crucial for

native English speakers who do not hear a large word base at home (Berk & Winsler,
1995, p. 59).
The National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) (1997)
has stated that play is a primary way children explore and learn about the world which
they will increasingly be expected to be a part of, as well as the way they learn about
themselves and who they can and would like to be. The understanding that young
children need a great deal of time to learn through play, and that they will quickly engage
in learning tasks and experiences that reflect their needs, is a characteristic of progressive
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literacy programs that has its roots in the progressive commitment to developmentally
appropriate practice. Katz (1995, quoted in Bredekamp & Copple, 1997) notes that
in a developmental approach to curriculum design ... [decisions] about what
should be learned and how it would best be learned depend on what we know of
the learner's developmental status and our understanding of the relationships
between early experience and subsequent development (p. 9).
In an environment where attention is paid to developmental appropriateness, a child is

more likely to feel known, understood, and respected. He or she will be able to feel
successful in school because the activities are designed to promote independence and
self-motivation. Feeling good about something they've done only causes people, be they
children or adults, to want to continue doing it.

Incorporation of each child's home and community life and experiences

Another important aspect of progressive literacy programs is their attempt to
recreate and reinforce the crucial 'home experiences' of reading and writing that provide
the basis for emergent literacy. These experiences include reading one-on-one with a
trusted adult, hearing and reading a favorite book many times, observing and using
writing for real-life purposes, and lots of discussion of stories, letters and words observed
in the environment, and the child's own initial attempts at reading and writing
(Cunningham, 2005; Cunningham & Allington, 2003; Moustafa, 1997). Recreating a
home-like environment and providing lots of individual and group 'cuddle time' with a
teacher and a story plays a tremendous role in creating a classroom space where children
feel safe and cared for. NAEYC (1997) has noted that "children develop and learn best
in the context of a community where they are safe and valued ... and they feel
psychologically secure" (p.15). Helping the children feel safe in school promotes risk-
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taking in their learning, thus advancing their skill set, and is a crucial component of
developmentally appropriate practice (Delpit & Dowdy, 2002; Mitchell & David, 1992).
These home-like experiences are essential for lower income children, since
research shows that these children often do not get the up to 1000 hours of literacy
experiences with their families that middle class children receive (Moustafa, 1997). In
addition, bringing the children's home cultures, storytelling traditions and stories, and
families into the classroom promotes a sense of belonging for both children and their
families. Not only do the class and teachers get the benefit of learning something about
the child's community or culture, but the children will be enthralled to hear, read, and
write stories about themselves and their classmates (Rogovin, 2004).
In addition to bringing in the children's own stories, progressive teacher takes

care to supply diversity of things to read. The variety ofreading material is intended to
capitalize on Dewey's (1997/1938) theory that when what is learned relates to the
learner's experience, it is learned more deeply and becomes available for use in later
learning and life experiences, thus building on itself. Many progressive teachers make a
point to obtain books that reflect the physical and cultural communities their students live
in. If such books are not available, they often follow Lucy Sprague Mitchell's example
and write their own (Shannon, 1990).

Choice in reading materials and writing topics
In progressive literacy programs, a wide variety of choice is provided in reading
materials and activities. Children take more ownership, empowerment, and enjoyment
from their reading when they have chosen their own reading materials from a supply of
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interesting, high-quality, culturally relevant books or other materials (Dombro in Mitchell
& David, 1992). Reading materials are not limited to storybooks alone. Non-fiction on a

variety of topics, preferably those the class is studying or those in which children have
expressed interest, are abundantly available. Charts of songs and rhymes the class has
learned, recipes, individual- or class-made books, and student-generated work such
predictable charts, retellings of class events, or recaps of class interviews are accessible
for children to read to themselves, to a friend, or with a teacher.
Children in progressive classrooms have time during their day to read quietly on
their own or with a friend. Many children will seek out a favorite book to 'read' again
and again (Cunningham & Allington, 2003; Taberski, 2000). In my experience, young
children love this time; my current students often ask for it as it is not a part of their daily
schedule. Children who have discovered a book they can read, or who have memorized a
book, delight in reading it over and over to groups of their peers or a teacher. In addition,
many children will ' read ' a book they are somewhat familiar with by telling the story as
they tum the pages, using pictorial cues, memory of the narrative, and any familiar
words. All of these experiences are useful in building a desire to read, and understanding
of books, and a familiarity with storybook language (Cunningham & Allington, 2003;
Taberski, 2000; Clay, 1998).

Shared reading, writer's workshop, and morning message
As part of their standard practice, progressive classrooms for emergent readers
utilize reading and writing workshops, shared reading and writing, word walls and word
study, environmental print, and a wide variety ofreading materials to build students'
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enjoyment, confidence, and skills (Cunningham, 2005; Cunningham & Hall, 2003, 1994;
Dombro in Mitchell & David, 1992; Shannon, 1990). Such a classroom would feature a
library of trade fiction and nonfiction, as well as class-made books, labels on classroom
objects and shelves, a word wall, and posted charts containing songs or nursery rhymes,
poems, and class-generated text.
Margaret Moustafa cites shared reading, in which a predictable 'Big Book' is read
first to, and then with, and finally by, the children, as the most important instructional
strategy for reading.
Extensive, pleasant experiences with shared reading with predictable stories
enable children to see themselves as readers and to become readers more quickly
and more easily than any other single experience teachers can provide (1997, p.
30).
Reading a good book along with the teacher helps children feel confident in their reading
abilities, and the predictable, chant-like nature of books often used for shared reading
makes them fun to read aloud. When I mentioned to several of my students' parents that
their children particularly enjoyed shared reading, the parents suggested it might be
because the children were used to a 'call and response' style from church.
Cunningham (2005; Cunningham & Hall, 2003) notes that shared reading need
not be limited to books. It can also be done with class-generated predictable charts, in
which all the sentences begin the same way, but end with each child's input. For
example, a chart might read, "Mary likes to play. Kayla likes to read. Marcus likes to
draw," and so on. Children quickly recognize their names and those of their classmates.
As first the teacher and then the class read the chart several times, teachers are able to
point out elements of print that they wish to call the children's attention to. These
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elements might include repeated words, directionality, or words beginning with a certain
sound.
Repeated exposure to an enjoyable, meaningful text provides children with both
motivation and a sense of mastery as they become able to read the book or chart on their
own. Coming to recognize or memorizing the words builds confidence and pride, and
when the shared reading text is about themselves, children will want to read it over and
over. The more they read and hear a text, the more familiar they become with the words,
and soon they will recognize those words in other places (Cunningham, 2005;
Cunningham & Allington, 2003).
Progressive programs often use a writer's workshop to teach and encourage
student writing. This technique, developed at the Teachers College Writing Project, is
based on the notion that 'real' writing should be a part of each day, and that the process
of writing should be taught to and experienced by emergent writers (Calkins, 1994). A
writer's workshop takes into account that all children develop writing abilities at different
levels, and each child deserves to write in a way that is meaningful to them and to have
that writing celebrated. In the workshop, a target skill or writing concept, such as leaving
spaces between words or including a beginning, middle, and end to one's story, is
modeled in a mini-lesson. The children then spend a block of time writing, incorporating
what they have learned in the mini-lesson, and conferencing with a teacher on their
progress.
The children generally write on topics of their choice, sometimes within a general
framework or genre. The teacher moves from student to student, discussing their writing
with them and offering individualized instruction in writing strategies. Children learn to

- 24 -

draft, edit, and revise their work, with the end result of final, 'published' pieces; there is
also a time for authors to share what they've written with the class or with a peer who
acts as an editor (Calkins, 1994). Emphasis is placed on using all the resources one has
to write a troublesome word: sounding it out, asking a friend, looking in a book or other
print words posted around the classroom, checking the word wall, thinking of a known
word that sounds like the difficult word (Cunningham, 2005; Cunningham & Hall, 2003,
Dambra in Mitchell & David, 1992).
Progressive classrooms often begin the day with a meeting, including a morning
message activity. The goal of morning message is to increase, through direct experience,
student awareness that writing is what you do to communicate and it has a specific set of
rules and processes. The teacher talks about what s/he is doing as s/he writes, soliciting
input from the children about what to write next or what letters to use; the teacher models
the conventions of print and the meaning of writing for the children (Cunningham &
Hall, 2003). The children are invited to 'notice' things about the message, such as the
number of sentences, the longest word, capital letters, punctuation, words beginning with
the same sound, and so on. As the year progresses, the children will participate in actual
writing as well.
In addition to morning message, multiple opportunities for interactive or shared
writing are found during the day, often in the context of a social studies theme, literature
or field trip response, or other curricular activity. The pointed use of interactive writing
across content areas helps children internalize that writing is an important part of all
aspects oflife and that it is meaningful in a variety of ways, not just at 'writing time' or at
morning meeting.
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Overall, progressive literacy programs are characterized by their interactive,
multi-level, and experience-driven methodologies, and encourage repetition of reading
material so that children will become confident with the conventions and language of
books. The goal is to provide lots of experiences in which the children can emulate what
'real' readers and writers do, and to provide differentiated and whole-group skills-based
and conceptual instruction within the framework of these activities. Children are
encouraged to sound out, or sound-spell, words and to use friends, books, and
environmental print as resources. In addition, they are taught to use all of their own
knowledge and the resources around them to construct, or build, their own sense of
meaning and purpose in literacy activities.
Cunningham and Hall (2003) sum up progressive, developmentally appropriate
programs beautifully:
A developmentally appropriate kindergarten is like a good home, where
children can learn through playing, cooking, watching, listening, acting,
reading or pretend reading, and writing or pretend writing. It is a place
where they can explore their environment, ask questions, and answer
questions. It is a place where the teacher is like a parent: reading to the
children and talking about the stories they read; writing for the children
and allowing them to write for different purposes; having time to explore
the community on field trips, and talking about those experiences
together. . .Most importantly, it is a place where children learn that
reading provides both enjoyment and information, and they develop the
desire to learn to read and write (p. 5, emphasis mine).

In such a classroom, children go home at the end of the day feeling positive about
themselves as community members and learners. Because they trust their teachers and
peers, they are able to see themselves as risk-takers who can and will climb all the
educational mountains they encounter.
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Back to Basics or Progressive? Strengths and Weaknesses
Since both philosophies claim a vast body of research supporting their cause, I
feel that it is important to look at the major strengths and weaknesses of each approach.
Although it should be clear that I am firmly rooted in the progressive camp, I am willing
to acknowledge that there are strengths found in back to basics, as well as weaknesses in
progressive education. The biggest problems arise when either of these teaching
methodologies is used in isolation; both have necessary components for quality, thorough
literacy teaching.

Back to basics fails to account for children 's varying abilities, preferences, and needs

In considering the back to basics model described above and in which I have
taught this year, its clear and outstanding weakness is its developmental
inappropriateness. It does not address children's need to learn through play and active
experiences, it emphasizes discipline and compliance over caring and problem solving,
and it constricts children and teachers into a scripted, "one size fits all" instructional
format (Delpit, 1995). In this environment, all children are expected to meet the same
standards for academic performance and behavior, and they are penalized and humiliated
when they do not.
Back to basics curricula emphasize phonics at the expense of actual reading
experiences with enjoyable books, and do not provide children with a great deal of choice
in reading material, writing topics, or activities, both of which have been termed
developmentally inappropriate for kindergarten and first grade (Bredekamp & Copple,
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1997; Mitchell & David, 1992). As Lois Weiner notes in her (1999) book on teaching in
urban public schools, the back to basics focus on assessment creates "incessant pressure
to cover predetermined material with students whose interests and abilities vary
immensely [and] encourages authoritarian teaching behaviors and custodial treatment of
students" (p. 60); this type of teaching precludes the creation of a caring, mutually
respectful classroom community.
Herbert Kohl (2003) reflects Weiner's concern when he describes teachers and
children in back to basics environments as
trapped in a system that claims to have their learning and success in mind, though
it is really designed ... as a failure system with high-stakes testing, 'teacher-proof
curriculum, unrealizable standards, and punishment for so-called underperforming
schools that serve the children of the poor and working class (p. 22).
I thought of Kohl's work when I administered the standardized test described in the back
to basics overview and observed my students struggling under its physical and
intellectual requirements.
As an educator working within the ' failure system' as described by Kohl, I often
wonder how the children feel about themselves and their abilities at the end of the day. I
have heard an alarming number ofremarks such as "I can't do this" and "I'm stupid"
from my five-year-old students during our literacy block, particularly from those who,
without a solid background in enjoying books, reading, and writing (in all of their preliterate forms) are struggling with sounding out dictated words and reading from word
lists. I am increasingly troubled by these comments, as I know my students to be both
highly intelligent and at high risk for being told, explicitly or implicitly, that they will
never succeed academically.
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I am concerned, as well, by the authoritarian manner in which my and other back
to basics students are treated, a manner which struggling students can easily interpret as
"I'm bad, they think I can't learn." This confrontational and self-preservation oriented
state of mind has been termed "I won't learn from you" by Kohl (1994). Ironically, this
was the book I was reading at the time of my first interview at SBCS, during which the
principal asked me to name the last good book I had read. He hadn't heard of it. A year
later, I have found myself in an "I won't learn from you" situation with him, one in which
our conversations about my students are pointless because I refuse to listen to or learn the
way he wants me to teach and discipline. My principal and I are simply replicas of the
battle of wills going on all over the back to basics map; the crucial difference is I already
know how to read, already have a Masters degree, already have a corps of past and
present teachers in my life who vocally believe I can and will succeed at whatever I put
my mind to. At five, my intelligent, charming, savvy, inquisitive students are not so
lucky. Not yet.

Does either system more fully address the needs of lower income children?

Many back to basics educators whom I have read and spoken with, including my
current principal, cite progressive education as 'liberal garbage' that is 'only applicable to
well-off white children.' One of the reasons often given for this complaint is that
progressive teachers encourage their children to learn 'when they are ready' and don't
emphasize the basic skills that all children need to be successful in higher education and
in life. In our society, being born poor often means that politicians and educational
policymakers write you off coming from a deficient background and thus predetermined
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to fail. Within our current class structure, it is both politically important and selfpreserving for parents and teachers of lower income children to insist that their kids don't
have time to wait to 'be ready.' These adults are all too aware of how quickly children
can be labeled as failures based solely on standardized testing scores.
One of the strengths I have discovered in back to basics education this year is its
unwavering belief that all children can learn to read and write, and that this learning
should begin very early. I agree unquestioningly with this belief, but feel strongly that
ensuring academic success must happen within a developmentally appropriate, caring,
and creative environment. Because strong literacy skills are necessary for personal
success and community leadership, ensuring that our country's poorest children receive a
strong foundation in these skills is an important political act and moral obligation
(Wiener, 1999; Delpit, 1995; hooks, 1994; Friere, 1970). It is equally political, however,
to provide poor, often black and Latino children with the high quality, critical thinking
and problem solving based educational experiences we consider standard for upper
middle class children. These are the skills that are required for higher-level employment
as well as community leadership.
The focus on direct, skill-driven instruction can also be seen as a strength of the
back to basics approach, as long as it is firmly located within a diverse, interactive, and
interesting curriculum. In 1995, Lisa Delpit wrote that she had received many
communications from teachers of color, complaining that the implicit nature of
progressive education fails children who come to school without the strong foundation in
reading and writing associated with middle class children. At the time, the notion that
progressive literacy programs have "not [been] able to come to terms with the concerns
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of poor and minority communities" (p. 20) was a new and revolutionary one. Ten years
later, more teachers are considering the different strengths, challenges, and needs of the
communities they teach in. Any teacher, progressive or otherwise, who intends to
adequately serve poor communities must actively incorporate test-taking skills, math and
literacy foundations, and motivating factors that allow for grade promotion and college
acceptance into their pedagogy.
Back to basics proponents pride themselves on a firm conviction that the children
of ' poor and minority communities' can learn and succeed in a middle class world. To
anyone who genuinely cares about children and teaching, this is an appealing belief, and
to families in such communities, it is nothing less than the determination to redefine
themselves in the face of a hostile social and political climate. It is all too easy, however,
for this strength to become a weakness if skills are taught to the exclusion of higher-level
thinking:
A 'skilled' minority person who is not also capable of critical analysis becomes
the trainable, low-level functionary of the dominant society, simply the grease
that keeps the institutions which orchestrate his or her oppression running
smoothly... If minority people are to effect the change which will allow them to
truly progress we must insist on 'skills' within the context of critical and creative
thinking (Delpit, 1995, p. 19).
When teachers approach all their students, regardless of background, with the assumption
that they can and will master foundational skills as well as higher order thinking
processes, the results will transcend what focusing on either type of learning could
accomplish alone. A mix of the strengths of progressive and back to basics
methodologies is required.
It is when this combination of methods is absent that progressive literacy has its

major weaknesses. Samuel was in my kindergarten class at a progressive private school
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in lower Manhattan. He lived in a predominantly black, lower income neighborhood in
Brooklyn and received financial assistance from the school. Although he arrived
knowing the names and sounds of most letters, he struggled with reading and writing and
did not respond to our literacy instruction as positively as other students. After several
months working on phonics-based activities in a small pull-out group with a reading
specialist, he had zoomed ahead and was solidly in the middle of the class in his reading
and writing abilities.
In addition to this extra support, Samuel also had the benefit of the meaningful
and experiential literacy activities we did in class, as well as lots of time to read books of
his own choosing. In his case, as in many others, he was missing an important piece of
the puzzle without more explicit phonemic and phonetic instruction. It is important to
note here that the other members of the pull-out group, also struggling readers, were
white and upper middle class. The lesson for teachers is that all children, regardless of
background, will respond differently to different teaching methodologies. It is important
to remember that "phonics in an important part of any balanced reading program- but it
is only one part" (Cunningham, 2005, p. ix). A balanced literacy program incorporates
several approaches to reading and writing and does not assume that there is any pure ' one
way' to successfully teach an entire class.

Progressive education teaches the whole child
The strengths of progressive education, such as being driven by student
experience and interest, encompassing a wide variety of meaningful literacy activities,
and taking into account children's developmental needs, to name a few, far outweigh its
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weaknesses (Cunningham & Allington, 2003; Davidson, 1996; Shannon, 1990). Its focus
on play, meaningful experiences, and interactive lessons make progressive literacy easy
to tailor to the needs of particular groups or individuals. In addition, a vast majority of
activities found in progressive programs are by nature multi-level and allow the teacher
to highlight different skills or strategies for different students.
The funds of knowledge children bring from their home communities are
appreciated and utilized as teaching tools, and children are met where they are and helped
to move forward, rather than viewed as skills-deficient; both of these aspects help
children to see themselves positively and thus adopt a 'can-do' outlook towards their own
learning. Progressive literacy offers children a wide variety of strategies to draw on in
reading and writing, and does not limit them to the phonetic rules of English. In fact,
contradictory to back to basics assertions that learning the terminology of linguistics
helps children 'crack the reading code' and become good readers, progressive teachers
tend not to dwell on naming rules. Cunningham (2005) argues that exposure to such
technical 'jargon' only confuses children who have had limited literacy experiences and
should be avoided whenever possible.
In addition, progressive teachers believe that dramatic play as a developmentally
appropriate and valuable literacy activity. Sara Smilansky, who has done extensive
research on children's dramatic play, cites two studies in which both middle- and lowincome children showed a direct positive relationship between the frequency of their
dramatic play and their classification, cognitive, and verbal abilities (1990). "We may
conclude," Smilansky summarizes, "that high imaginative representation in kindergarten
is one of the most relevant skills for school achievement" (p. 30).
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By encouraging and so many kinds of literacy activities and celebrating all of
children's abilities, progressive teaching enables children to see themselves as readers
and writers and to experience success in those arenas. As previously noted, however, all
children benefit in varying degrees from some phonics instruction, and lower income
children often benefit greatly from more phonics rather than less. In the next section, I
tum my attention to reaping the benefits of phonics within the learner-centered,
developmentally appropriate, community-oriented, experiential, and meaningful practices
of progressive literacy.
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Moving Beyond A-lal-apple: Evisioning Progressive Phonics

Jeanne Chall, a pioneering expert in the field of early literacy, looked at literacy
teaching methodologies, materials, and practices in schools serving low income children.
This study found that classrooms with rich literacy environments produced gains in
vocabulary development, but not in word recognition (Chall et al, 1990). To explain this
finding, Chall and her colleagues hypothesized that "it is possible that teachers who
create rich literacy environments pay less attention to word recognition than they do to
higher-order processes" (p. 122). In other words, teachers must focus on higher-order
processes such as comprehension and connections from text to self, other knowledge, or
other texts as well as explicit word recognition and decoding skills in order for their
students to become fluent, critical readers.
Many progressive teachers of young children understand this need for balance,
and incorporate phonics activities into their literacy programs (Doherty, 2001 ; Fisher,
1995). Others shy away from phonics instruction, perceiving it as inherently scripted,
developmentally inappropriate, and, as my staff developer put it, boring. In this section, I
will take a look at what some progressively-minded educators and researchers say about
phonics instruction and discuss the benefits of integrating phonics instruction into a
progressive curriculum, particularly for low income children. I will also lay out a
sampling of lessons and activities teaching phonemic and phonetic skills within a
progressive framework.
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Phonics Research from Sane Educators
In my reading for this paper, I encountered the same sentence, essentially
verbatim, over and over again: In order to become fluent readers/writers, children must

have lots of experiences reading/writing (Cunningham, 2005; Cunningham & Allington,
2003; Cunningham & Hall, 2003, 1994; Hart & Risley, 2003; Millam, 2003; Blevins,
1998; Pinnell & Fountas, 1998; Moustafa, 1997; Mitchell & David, 1992; Chall, 1967,
1990). All of the above cited educators agreed that lots of enjoyable, supported,
meaningful experiences reading and writing are essential to becoming literate. Without
these meaningful, real-life experiences to provide context, teaching phonics is no more
useful than teaching any other method or skill in isolation.
Phonological and phonemic awareness, both of which deal with children's ability
to understand, hear, and manipulate letters, words, and sounds, have a strong connection
to early reading success (Cunningham, 2005; National Institute of Child Health and
Human Development, 2000; Blevins, 1998; Pinnell & Fountas, 1998). Some children
learn a great deal about phonological and phonemic awareness from their families or day
care and preschool experiences before they get to kindergarten, and others do not. To
promote strong phonological and phonemic awareness, early literacy teaching should
include lots of reading with caring adults, opportunities to hear and read stories again and
again, and a great deal of discussion of literacy concepts (Moustafa, 1997). Literacy
concepts range from noticing phonemic attributes of the story, such as "I see a lot of
words that have a lb/ sound on this page. Can you find some?" to prompting and
modeling discussion about the content, such as "what did you think of how Lilly acted in
that story?" Whether they occur at home or at school, all of these activities help children
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develop the foundational concepts of literacy, defined by Cunningham (2005) as "what
reading and writing are for; print concepts; phonological and phonemic awareness;
concrete words; and letter names and sounds" (p. 4).

In a progressive literacy program, phonological and phonemic awareness are
developed through use of nursery rhymes, chants, and finger plays, riddles, rhyming and
alliterative books, and examining children's names or other groups of words for similar
beginning sounds, number of syllables or 'beats', and rhymes. Pinnell and Fountas
(1998) sum up the place of phonemic awareness and phonics in early literacy programs
nicely:
•
•
•
•

Phonological awareness is an important factor in early reading and writing
success.
Children need some powerful, explicit, meaningful, and interesting instruction in
phonics and other principles of how words are constructed.
Children need numerous opportunities to use phonological information while
reading and writing continuous text.
Fluent, simultaneous processing of visual, phonological, syntactic, and semantic
cues while reading for meaning is the foundation of all literacy (p. xv).

Phonics maintains an important place in a balanced literacy program, but the activities
used to teach it reflect progressive ideas of how children learn.
While many early proponents of phonics taught children to work with phonemes,
the smallest units of sound in a word, there has been some research suggesting that it is
easier for children to hear and manipulate onsets and rimes (Cunningham, 2005; Pinnell
& Fountas, 1998; Moustafa, 1997). Onsets are the letters/sounds in a word up to but not

including the first vowel, and rimes are the first vowel and all the following
letters/sounds. Goswami and Bryant (1990, cited in Moustafa, 1997) found that while
young children often have difficulty analyzing words into phonemes before they learn to
read, they do not have difficulty analyzing them into onsets and rimes. For example, it is
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easier for most young children to hear and manipulate the word 'cat' as /k/ /at/ than as /k/
/a/ It/.
This research has tremendous implications for how phonemic awareness is taught.
As Moustafa (1997) and Cunningham and Hall (2003) point out, emphasizing onset-rime
relationships and manipulation in instruction helps emergent readers use words they
already know to decode new ones. For example, a reader encountering the unfamiliar
word rue would be able to combine the onset r- in a known word such as red and the

rime - ue in the known word blue to successfully decode the word (Moustafa, 1997, p.
46). The progressive educators I read cited these findings as informing their phonics
instruction for early emergent readers.
As a part of developing phonemic awareness, decoding skills, and writing
strategies, children need to engage with words in meaningful contexts in ways that help
them learn the patterns of English (Pinnell & Fountas, 1998; Cunningham & Hall, 1994).
Analyzing and grouping words in a variety of ways is a major teaching tool with regard
to these goals, as is breaking and making words interactively. For example, the class
might look at a set ofrhyming words and discuss what they notice about them; they can
then think of other words that rhyme with the set and list them. These activities are
generally done with words the children have read in a story or other shared or repeated
reading text, or that relate to a unit of study or theme that the class is exploring.
In writing instruction, teachers can point out word patterns implicitly or explicitly
through modeled and shared writing. During a shared writing lesson, for example, the
teacher can remind a student trying to spell 'sat' that she knows a word that sounds
similar, ' cat.' The teacher can then model or help the children substitute 's' for 'c' and
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spell the word. Progressive researchers also encourage the use of 'invented spelling' or
'sound-spelling,' in which children use the letter-sound relationships they know to 'sound
out' a word they are writing. As children invent-spell, they call on the onset-rime
patterns they know, words they have seen that sound like the target word, rhymes, and
phonetic letter-sound relationships to approximate standard spellings (Cunningham,
2005).
Invented spelling not only encourages children to use what they already know and
apply it in a new context, but it helps them become better readers as well. In one study, it
was found that "first graders who had been encouraged to invent-spell in first grade were
better at decoding words than first graders from classrooms that emphasized correct
spelling" (Cunningham, 2005, p. 58). The first graders who had experience with
segmenting words into their component sounds to spell them were able to transfer that
knowledge to the reverse process of blending written sounds into readable words.
Phonics teaches children the relationships between the letter symbols of written
language and the individual sounds of spoken language, and how to use these
relationships to read and write words. Unlike phonemic awareness, which focuses on the
ability to hear and manipulate the individual sounds in words, phonics can be confusing
because the 'rules' don't always work. A major critique of phonics is that although 84%
of English words are phonetically regular or 'decodable', the remaining 16% of irregular
words are the ones that appear with the greatest frequency in text- about 80% of the time
(Blevins, 1998). In addition, the phonics 'rules' or generalizations that have been taught
to generations of early readers (such as the popular 'silent e rule') are not particularly
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reliable: only half of them work even 60% of the time (Clymer, 1963, cited in Moustafa,
1997).
The progressive response to these critiques has been to firmly locate phonics
instruction within actual reading and writing activities. This allows beginning readers
and writers to reap the benefits of explicit phonics while learning that reading and writing
are processes that have contextual meaning. When words are irregular, children learn to
draw on context, picture clues, grammar, knowledge of the general flow of English, and
environmental print (Taberski, 2000; Moustafa, 1997; Cunningham & Hall, 1994).
The 16% of words that are irregular need to be explicitly taught and posted as
environmental print, generally in the form of a word wall. Word walls should be a
prominent feature of a kindergarten or first grade classroom. They are a central location
where new words, sight words, or words of specific curricular interest can be posted
under the letter they begin with. Children are taught the spellings of these often irregular
words as they are posted, and are expected and reminded to use the word wall for help
writing the words it contains. Cunningham (2005) notes that "one hundred words
account for almost half of all the words we read and write ... Ten words- the, of, and, a,

to, in, is, you, that, and it- account for almost one-quarter of all the words we read and
write" (p. 64). These 'high frequency' words, or sight words, are taught through repeated
exposure in shared reading and writing activities and other books read to and by children,
and should be among the first words up on a word wall.
Perhaps most importantly, progressive research on phonics instruction drives
home the point that phonics should not be taught in isolation. Unlike proponents of more
traditional phonics programs, the progressive-minded educators agreed that phonics skills
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were ineffective unless taught and practiced in the context of real, meaningful,
interesting-to-the-children reading and writing activities (Cunningham, 2005; Pinnell &
Fountas, 1998). Reading success hinges on the children's interest in activities, since
research across curricular areas has shown that children are far more eager learners when
they are interested in and have input into what they are learning about (Paley, 2004;
Rogovin, 2004; Cunningham & Allington, 2003; Dewey, 1997/ 1938; Kohn, 1996;
Mitchell & David, 1992; Pratt, 1990/1948).
Pinnell and Fountas (1998) effectively sum up the progressive approach to
phonics instruction when they state that explicit word study, which is their term for
phonemic and phonetic skill building activities, "is interesting and fun; makes up a brief
part of the language arts curriculum; [and] involves children in active learning rather than
passive drill" (p. xvii). When I enter my classroom, it is easy to see the difference
between activities that meet these goals and those that do not. When the lesson is fun,
interesting, and active, my students become better at following directions and are more
engaged. They are eager to begin and wave their hands excitedly for me to come and see
their work. Most importantly, I observe them making connections between what they are
learning and what they know already. Many of the activities that follow have elicited
these wonderful responses in my classroom and helped my children to become strong
readers and writers.
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101 Practical Ways to Teach Phonemic and Phonetic Skills in a Progressive Program
The lessons and activity suggestions that follow come from my experience
teaching and observing in kindergarten and first grade classrooms, or are inspired by the
excellent practical guides listed in the bibliography. They are intended to be a part of a
full kindergarten or first grade literacy program which includes (but is not limited to)
shared reading and writing, read-alouds, repeated reading of favorite stories, predictable
books and charts, writers ' workshop, a word wall, lots of environmental print, and
opportunities for children to utilize literacy skills in lots of curricular areas, including
dramatic play, art, and blocks.
The activities listed below are all intended to teach and reinforce basic concepts
ofliteracy, phonemic awareness, and phonics. They are skills-oriented, and as such take
the place of the worksheets and drill used to teach the same skills in a back to basics
phonics program such as the one I was required to teach this year at SBCS. As noted, I
snuck many of these activities into the mandated curriculum with much success. The
progressive, but skills-driven, nature of these activities is also meant to refute the claims
made by back to basics proponents that progressive education is 'soft' and does not focus
on skills (Ehri, et al, 2001; Palmaffy, 1998; Fisher, 1995).
The lessons and activities are divided by the following ability levels, or stages:
emergent, transitional, and strong. The stages can be generally associated with the
progression of the school year, with many children falling into the emergent stage in the
beginning of the year, moving into the transitional stage in the middle of the year, and
ending the year in the strong stage, but this will not be the case for every child. These
stages are adapted from Taberski (2000), but are intended to represent a spectrum of
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kindergarten or first grade learners rather than a spectrum of several grades, as she uses
them. Thus, a 'strong' reader or writer within this spectrum would not be expected to
read or write at a third grade level; rather such a child would be firmly at the top of what
is expected from a five- or six-year-old. In addition, the spectrum of activities would
change based on the overall abilities of the class upon entering the year, a well as the
difference between first grade and kindergarten. Of course, every class is different in
their needs.

Activities for Emergent Readers and Writers

Emergent readers and writers may arrive knowing the names and sounds of some
letters, often at least the ones in their names. Some may be able to form letters into
strings of 'words' that they will read to you, and some may be writing with scribbles.
These qualities of emergent readers are indicators that the child has an awareness of
reading and writing and is becoming ready to tackle these skills (Cunningham, 2005,
Chall, 1967). The overarching goals of emergent activities are to solidify the names and
shapes of letters and the sound each makes, to cultivate an enjoyment ofreading and
writing and a sense of purpose for those activities, and to build on phonemic awareness
and the ability to hear and manipulate rhymes. Some children will be ready for greater
challenges after a few weeks of emergent activities, and some children will still benefit
from them in April or even June. Careful observation of the children should tell you who
could use a new challenge, a refresher, or some specific support.
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Literacy-based Activities

Concepts ofPrint
Emerging readers and writers need a lot of exposure to what Marie Clay has termed
' concepts of print.' Concepts of print include an understanding of what reading and
writing are for, the way a book is held and read, directionality, word spacing and
punctuation, and literacy 'jargon' such as the terms word, letter, and sentence. Concepts
of print are taught and reinforced through
•

Reading aloud abundantly, preferably with Big Books so that children can see
the words and how readers track print from left to right You should track the
words as you read with a finger, and stop occasionally to 'think aloud' about
where to read next, what is in the pictures, which sentence has the most words,
and so on.

•

Writing predictable charts with children and discussing in detail what you are
doing, as well as leading the class to notice things about the writing such as
number of sentences, longest word, words with the same initial letter or repeated
words, and capital letters.

•

Naming and modeling the use ofletters, words, sentences, capitals,
directionality, and spacing at every possible opportunity. Talk out loud about
what you are doing and invite the children to help you.

Having multiple opportunities in the beginning of the year and throughout to participate
in supported reading and writing activities will set a solid foundation of print concepts
upon which to build literacy skills.

Alphabet Center
This is a year-long activity that can support letter and sound recognition, as well as
phonemic and phonetic awareness, at a variety of ability levels. The alphabet center can
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have an assortment of materials, which should change often to keep interest levels high.
Some of my favorite materials are laminated teacher- or class-made alphabet books with
dry erase markers so that children can trace, write, and illustrate each letter; ziplock bags
full of colored hair gel or shaving cream which allow children to imprint, and then erase,
letters; sandpaper and other textured letters for tracing and making crayon rubbings;
alphabet tiles and stamps; puzzles which match letters to pictures beginning with each
sound; alphabet flashcards for sequencing; and pipe cleaners and clay for forming letters.
Working in the alphabet center provides lots of practice forming and manipulating letters,
thinking about letter sounds and names, and developing concepts about writing and print;
as the children advance in their abilities, they will also begin to use the materials to write
words and sentences, manipulate letters to make rhymes, and practice reading aloud their
own words or a friend's.

Alphabet Play-Doh
This activity helps children develop letter recognition and letter-sound correspondences
using alphabet cookie cutters or play-doh tools. After the children have had a few
minutes to play and explore what they can make with the tools, cookie cutters, and playdoh, the teacher directs the children to form specific letters. If alphabet cookie cutters are
not used, the children can roll their play-doh into 'snakes' and use these to form the
letters. The teacher can identify the letters through their sound ("make a letter that makes
a /p/ sound") or through other clues ("make the letter that begins your name," "make the
letter that stands for the first sound in dog."). This activity is great for the beginning of
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kindergarten because it allows the children to link the name and sound of a letter with the
physical motion of forming it. It can also be done as a center.

Sounds in Motion
As each new letter is introduced, the teacher and the class can generate a few physical
movements that begin with the letter. This also provides a nice opportunity to point out
that some words have similar beginning sounds but different beginning letters, such as

kick and cartwheel. The group chooses one movement for each letter and practices,
perhaps also illustrating the letter with a picture of themselves doing the movement.
When several letters and movements have been accumulated, the teacher can call out
letters which the children perform the movements. This not only provides much-needed
physical opportunities, but it also creates a mnemonic link for children to remember the
sounds each letter makes.

Echo Reading
In echo reading, the teacher reads a line from a predictable book, and the children repeat
it. This is an excellent activity for plays or readers' theater, as children gain practice,
confidence, and fluency through being the teacher's echo. When they have heard and
read the story several times, they can act it out on their own, switching parts multiple
times over a period of days. A felt board or puppets can also be used by the children or
the teacher to act out stories as they are read. Echo reading sets the stage for reading
fluency and an enjoyment of the dramatic nature of stories.
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Nursery Rhyme Chant

Since a child's ability to recite nursery rhymes and engage in other rhyming manipulation
at the beginning of kindergarten is one of the best indications of how well he or she will
learn to read (Cunningham, 2005), teachers can and should saturate the classroom
environment with rhymes. In the nursery rhyme chant, the teacher leads the children in
reading a nursery rhyme from a chart, tracking the words as s/he says them. The children
quickly familiar with the rhyme, and many will memorize it. They are then broken into
two groups; the first group recites the rhyme up to the rhyming word, and the second
group exuberantly finishes the phrase. Calling the children's attention explicitly to the
words that rhyme helps them to hear and distinguish rhymes on their own, and reading,
chanting, singing, and playing with nursery rhymes builds phonemic awareness.

Child of the Day/ Week

Children's names are an ideal place to build phonemic awareness and alphabet
recognition, because young children are so interested in themselves. Although some of
the children may not be ready to do all of these activities at the beginning of the year, the
'getting to know you' aspect of the activities makes them ideal to start right away, and
the children who are not 'there yet' will listen, absorb, and participate in whatever ways
they feel comfortable. Within a Child of the Day or Week format, a myriad of activities
are possible. Child of the Day/Week activities connect to many teachers' practice of
using attendance cards the children flip over, since young children are eager to learn their
own names and their friends' names.
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The class can chant-spell the child's name, discuss the letters and sounds in it,
make comparisons to the other names already posted from previous children of the day or
week, clap the syllables, or beats, in the name, and think of rhymes with the child's name
or objects/foods/animals that begin with the same letter as the name. The class can
interview the child and, with the teacher, record the information about him/her on a chart
to read throughout the week. This becomes a social studies activity if the opportunity is
taken for the class to learn about each other and each other's families. Children of the
Day/Week can bring in family members, photos, special objects, and stories about
themselves or their family.

Literacy Withi1t a Social Studies Co1ttext

Scavenger Hunt

In partners or teams, children hunt through the classroom or the school for items that
begin with particular letters or sounds. They can either bring the object or a picture of it
back to the group, where the teacher can help them keep a list of all the items located for
each letter, drawing a picture for each item listed so the children can ' read' it. This list
can be used to make a class alphabet book, with individual children illustrating and
labeling each object. Both the search and the book help solidify letter recognition and
letter-sound correspondences within the social studies context of a school or
neighborhood study. Children love this activity, so it can be repeated multiple times,
serving as a developmentally appropriate drill. As the children build their phonemic
awareness, you can increase the skill level, such as hunting for objects which rhyme with
a target word or which contain a certain vowel sound.
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Literacy Activities for Transition Times
Transitions are difficult for many young children and difficult to handle for many new
teachers, hence, they are a perfect time to distract the children with phonics. Ways to
transform transitions into 'stolen phonics moments' for emergent readers and writers
include:
•

Call children to line up by the first or last letter or their name, or by a word that
rhymes with their name or begins with the same sound. Even at the beginning of
the year, most children know the letters and sounds in their own name.

•

Young children love to sing, so fill empty moments with phonemic awareness
building songs. "Willoghby Walloby Woo" is one of my favorites which
manipulates the initial sounds in children's names. The song "Do You Know the
Muffin Man" lends itself to many, many permutations (Do You Know Two
Rhyming Words, Do You Know the Gumball Man [focus on g], etc.) If you write
these songs on a chart to teach them, children get the added bonus of practice
tracking, observing, and 'reading' words as they learn the song.

Activities for Transitional Readers and Writers

It has been my experience that most children will tell you when they're ready for
a new challenge: just watch them at literacy centers or during free choice time. A child
who is moving into the transitional stage will often begin to produce mass quantities of
writing, often representing each word with its initial sound, and will show an increased
interest in making their own books as well as reading books, charts, and environmental
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print (Blevins, 1998; Chall, 1967). By the middle of the kindergarten year, most children
are able to correctly grasp a pencil and to begin to fit their writing into large lined paper
(Bredekamp & Copple, 1997).
In addition, it is a good idea and extremely informative to formally and/or
informally assess your children's letter recognition, letter-sound correspondence
understanding, and awareness of and ability to create rhymes. These assessments will
also let you know whether children have moved into the transitional stage. If they can
recognize all the letters and connect them with their sounds and hear and generate
rhymes, they are ready for more challenging instruction (Cunningham, 2005). Many
transitional activities can be sustained for the remainder of the year, either as review and
to ensure a multi-level curriculum or using more advanced concepts as their base.

Literacy-based Activities

Attendance Activities
Taking attendance is a prime phonics moment. Attendance cards (and any other name or
object labels in the classroom) should have initial letters written in a distinguishing color
to promote awareness of initial sounds; children can use the cards to spell friends ' names,
sort by first letter, alphabetize, and find out who is present that day. If most of the class
begins the year recognizing most letters, attendance activities can start right away; if not,
the teacher might want to model the activities for a while, slowly letting the children take
over the process. Taking attendance incorporates a great deal of math as well, with
sorting the cards by first letter and determining how many children are present and
absent.
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"What Letter am I? "
In this game, an individual or small group of children form a letter (of their own choosing
or suggested by the teacher) with their bodies. The rest of the class has to guess what
letter has been made. This is a great game for kinesthetic learners, but works best when
the majority of the class has mastered most or all of the letter names, symbols, and
sounds. This can be a fun transition-time activity, a warm-up for the literacy block, or
simply a review.

Rhyming and Alliterative Books
Reading numerous rhyming and alliterative books from the very beginning is crucial to
helping children develop phonemic awareness (Cunningham, 2005). After they have
heard a great many of these books, the class can make their own. To make a rhyming
book, model off one you've read, such as Dr. Seuss's There's a Wocket in my Pocket.
Each child can make a page writing and illustrating their own rhyme, i.e., there 's a wesk

on my desk. Once the children have read a great many rhyming books, they may want to
make up their own silly rhyming sentences for a class book, or make an individual book
of their own. To make an alliteration book, the children can think of silly sentences
featuring the initial sound/letter of their choice, or using the first letter of their name and
including themselves in the sentence. They each write and illustrate their sentence.
Alternatively, each child can think of two objects that rhyme, such as cat and hat.
They then fold a piece of paper in half and illustrate and label one of their objects on each
side to make their page for the rhyming book. This activity can be used as reinforcement
of lessons on word families, words with the same final rime.
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Rhyming Riddles
The teacher gives a target word that has lots of rhymes, then tells the class to try and
solve his/her riddles, the answers to all of which rhyme with the target word. For
example, if the target word is lick, some riddles might be "When Sleeping Beauty
touched the spindle, it gave her a .. . "; "My dog likes to run and catch a ... "; and "There
are so many flavors, I don't know how to . .." Attention should be paid to making riddles
that are culturally relevant to the group of children, or that incorporate ideas or facts the
class has been learning about in social studies or science. For children that have a pretty
well developed sense ofrhyme, the teacher can call attention to the spelling patterns in
rhymes by writing the target word and all of the riddle answers on a chart, using a
different color for the rhyming pattern.

Going on a Picnic
The teacher can begin this one: "I'm going on a picnic, and I'm bringing a mat." In tum,
each child can say what object that rhymes with mat they will bring to the picnic. If you
teach urban children who may never have been on a picnic, you may want to change the
scenario to something more familiar. Another version of this game is to make it
alliterative, and all bring objects that start with a certain letter or sound.

Dictionaries
I have found the use of picture dictionaries to be incredibly useful to transitioning writers
who are afraid to 'spell it wrong.' Once children have been taught how a dictionary
works, they enjoy finding the picture of what they are looking for and copying the
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spelling. Using a dictionary helps these children feel confident about their writing,
provides early exposure to the purpose and use of dictionaries, and provides practice with
alphabetization. Stronger writers should keep their own personal dictionaries in
notebooks sectioned alphabetically, where they can record words that they use often for
future spelling needs. You can help children record the correct spelling of a word that is
important to them personally, such as 'airplane,' or words that you have observed then
struggle with several times, such as 'you.' I would feel a child was ready for their own
personal dictionary when their sound-spelling included beginning, middle, and end
sounds for most words, they understood the alphabetic principle, and they consistently
spelled some sight words accurately.

Literacy Activities Focusing on Reading Fluency*
Reading
There needs to be time built in to the schedule for children to read on their own and
teachers to read out loud every day. Lots of reading and being read to from the first day
of school is the best way to build fluency, which children will need as they become
transitional readers and begin to be able to decode words. During read alouds, teachers
should model fluency and voice by animating their tone and suiting it to the context of
the story. Children need to hear books over and over again, as well as have lots of
opportunities to read their favorite books to and with each other many times. The
repetition helps them practice and feel what it is like to read a text fluently. Children

• Reading fluency refers to the ability to "read most words in context quickly, accurately, automatically,
and with appropriate expression" (Cunningham, 2005, p. 53). It is also important for reading
comprehension, since it allows maximum mental energy to be allocated to comprehension rather than
decoding (Taberski, 2000).
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should have lots of choice of reading material, including short, decodable or predictable
texts, trade books in lots of genres, class-made books, and non-fiction pertaining to
children' s interests or to topics being studied in content areas. In addition, they should
have lots of opportunities to act out favorite stories to build a sense of fluency and drama
with dialogue.

Listening Center
A listening center, where children can hear stories read aloud while they read along with
a book, is a wonderful tool for building fluency. If you can't find or afford your
children's favorite stories on tape, record yourselfreading them dramatically. In
addition, children can practice reading ability-appropriate books until they are fluent and
confident, reading them to a teacher, a peer, and themselves; then they can make a
recording of themselves reading the book to keep in the listening center. This activity is
a huge hit with egocentric kindergarteners. The listening center is by no means limited to
transitional readers. Emergent readers love listening to the stories, looking at the
pictures, and approximating the behaviors of reading, and strong readers enjoy it as well.

Poem of the Week
The poem of the week both builds fluency and increases children's store of known and
memorized literature, as well as providing exposure to poetry and poems. On the first
day of the week, the teacher reads the poem several times to the children, pointing out
vocabulary or anything else s/he wants them to notice. On the second day, the class echo
reads the poem. On the third day, the class reads the poem several times chorally,
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practicing staying together and keeping an even and appropriate tone. On the fourth and
fifth days, small groups of children or individuals come before the rest of the class to
recite the poem. The poem can also be sent home for children to read with and for their
parents each day. Adding movements to accentuate words or phrases adds a kinesthetic
dimension to the activity. This can be started earlier in the year, but if so, keep the poems
simple and gradually increase their complexity and length.

Sight Words

A big part ofreading fluently is having a large bank of words the brain recognizes
automatically, thus freeing up attention and memory for unknown words and
comprehension. To build this bank of words, beginning readers need to learn to
recognize high frequency words quickly. These words should be introduced a few at a
time, and practiced for a week or so. Children can play high frequency word bingo and
memory, search for high frequency words in books, teacher-made charts and messages,
or on packaging of commercial products the teacher brings in, sort the words, and chant,
spell, and write the words. High frequency words should also be added to a word wall,
and referred to often by the teacher to model how to use them in writing.
It's fine to have a word wall up at the start of the year, but keep in mind what the
class's incoming abilities are. In my class, most of the children didn't know their letters
or what a 'word' was in September. I put up the word wall with just the children's names
on it before the start of school, and early on I showed it to them and mentioned that they
could find their names and those of their friends on it if they wanted to spell them. As we
began to learn sight words, these were also posted, with much fanfare, on the word wall.

- 55 -

Literacy Within a Science and Math Context

Recipe Reading
Cooking with recipe charts is a literacy activity that promotes a range of skills. For
beginning emergent readers or pre-readers, recipes can be chosen for a repeating
ingredient or instruction featuring the new letter (salt, chop, mix), and the children are led
to notice each occurrence of the letter and discuss the words in which it is found . Recipes
can also be tools for linking certain foods to the sound of a letter. For example, a recipe
for fruit salad might feature bananas, grapes, apples, pears, and oranges. In the process of
reading the recipe, children are encouraged to point out any letters they know; pictures of
the ingredients help them 'read' the words.

Literacy Within a Social Studies Context

Picture Sort
Give each child a set of picture cards in which there are several 'matches' of words with
the same initial sound or letter, or that rhyme. Ask the children, individually or in pairs,
to sort the pictures a variety of ways, such as words that start withs, words that rhyme
with mop, and so on. Ask the children what they found and what they notice about the
matching or similar words. Once children are familiar with this activity, they can play it
on their own, sorting the pictures by matching features. Adding the written word under
the picture adds a dimension of letter awareness. I like to make this into a social studies
activity by using pictures that are relevant to the social studies curriculum. You could
also use pictures from a science curriculum, and by its nature, any sorting activity has an
aspect of math.
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Literacy Activities for Transition Times
•

When returning to the classroom, allow the children through the door one at a
time. Admission is contingent upon answering a question that can be targeted to
the strengths of each child- "tell me a word that starts with /b/," "tell me a word
that rhymes with/ox," "how many syllables are in elevator?" A twist on this is
showing an alphabet card to each child and having them say the name and sound
of the letter or a word that begins with the letter. If you have a large class, try
asking the questions to pairs of children, which has the added benefit of
promoting collaboration.

•

Practice clapping the syllables in each child' s name, as well as other familiar or
topical words associated with a theme the class is studying. Segmenting words
into syllables is a big part of phonemic awareness, and a necessary precursor to
fluent reading and writing (Blevins, 1998).

•

Playing with the initial sounds of words is another activity that can take many
forms and be done on line or without any materials, and promotes phonemic
awareness. You can sing familiar songs such as "Row Your Boat," changing the
initial consonant in 'merrily' to a different letter each time, or ask children to
guess which two sounds you switched in a pair of rhyming words, such as

mat/sat.
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Activities for Strong Readers and Writers

With many transitional readers and writers, the jump to becoming strong readers
or writers seems to happen overnight: all of the sudden, they just 'get it.' Clues to look
for include repeated rereading of a favorite book accompanied by wanting to read it aloud
to teachers and peers, ability to read texts which are non-predictable or contain fewer
picture supports, and the appearance of more consonant sounds (beginning, middle, end)
and vowels, as well as spacing in writing. Running records of oral reading and anecdotal
notes about reading and writing strategies used are good indicators of whether or not a
child is moving into the strong stage of reading and writing. In addition, assessments
should show that the child can read many 'eve,' or consonant-vowel-consonant words
accurately (Blevins, 1998).

Literacy-based Activities
High Frequency Word Race

To play this game, the children sit in a circle. The teacher quickly reviews a set of cards
bearing high frequency words the children already know. The words cards are then put
into a hat or some other container, and the teacher sets an egg timer. The children pass
the hat around the circle to the right and take turns picking a card (with eyes closed) and
reading it. If the child reads the word correctly, s/he keeps the card and passes on the hat.
If not, s/he can ask his/her helper, the child sitting on his/her left. If the card is still not

read correctly, it is returned to the hat and the hat is passed. The goal is to empty the hat
before the timer goes off. Children love this game, and it's a great review.
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Guess the Covered Word
Guess the Covered Word is a cloze, or 'fill in the blank' activity that helps prepare
children for high-stakes testing because it has a similar format to many questions often
found on standardized tests. In this activity, children use context and the initial letter of a
word to predict what it is. The teacher writes several sentences on a chart or the board,
covering up the word to be guessed with a sticky note over each onset and rime in the
word, or over each letter, depending on the skill being taught and the level of the
children. For beginners, the covered word should be the end of a predictable sentence:

Kiara likes to paint, Anthony likes to read, Shaquan likes to run, and so on; stronger
readers can work with more complex sentences, as well as covered words within the body
of the sentence. The teacher reads the first sentence, asks for guesses with the word
completely covered, and writes them all down next to the covered word. The first sticky
note is removed, revealing the initial consonant (or, in a more advanced lesson, all the
consonants up to the first vowel), and the guesses that do not begin with the same letter
are crossed out. The children continue to guess, uncover, and cross out until the word is
identified or revealed. Throughout, the teacher models reading skills such as thinking
about what an unknown word might be based on just a few letters, length of the word,
and context.

Segmentation Bag
This is a guessing game to provide practice with word segmentation and blending. Fill a
small bag with common classroom objects. The first child picks an object from the bag,
but does not show the rest of the class; instead, s/he says, "it's a /p/ /el In/ Isl Iii /11,"
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breaking up the word into phonemes, or segments. The rest of the group has to try and
blend the word back together on their own and figure out the object, and the first person
to guess correctly picks from the bag next. Because there isn 't a lot of physical action in
this game, it works best with smaller groups of children so that no one has to wait too
long for a turn. Segmentation is an important phonological awareness skill that the
children will need in both reading and writing (Cunningham, 2005; Blevins, 1998). As
the children gain in skills and ability level, the game can be taken up another level by
using the segments to try and write the word as a group.

Make a Rhyme

In this activity, known or high frequency words are used to help children spell or read
similar unknown words, thus building decoding and spelling skills. The teacher picks a
word, such as at, and the class practices reading, writing, and spelling it. Then the
teacher leads the class to see how at can help them spell and read other words, for
example, "You can use at if you are writing and want to write about your pet cat. Let's
stretch out cat and listen for the sounds. What letter does cat begin with? Yes, it begins
with c. We can use at to help us with the rest of the word because we know that words
that sound the same often have the same spelling pattern. If you write a-tat after the c,
you can spell c-a-t cat. Now, what if you wanted to write about how your cat was/at?"
and so on. This activity can also be presented as part of a discussion of word families to
emphasize how spelling patterns help us read words.
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Hidden Rhymes

To teach hidden rhymes, the teacher picks and reads a rhyming book. Previously to
reading, s/he writes down each rhyming word found in the book on an index card After
reading the book, s/he tells the children that there are rhyming pairs hiding in the story
and they are going to find them. The teacher then reads a few pages of the story again,
and as the children identify each rhyming pair they hear the teacher takes index cards
showing those words and displays them in a pocket chart, along the blackboard ledge, or
on the floor. When several pairs of words have been found, the children look at them
again as the teacher reminds them that for this activity, they only want to keep pairs of
words that both sound the same and have the same spelling pattern at the end. The
children underline the spelling patterns in the words and decide which pairs to keep and
which to throw out. The children read the rhyming pairs again, as echoes or chorally.
The teacher then reminds the children that when they are reading and they come to a
word they don't know, they can use spelling patterns to figure it out. The teacher writes
some more words that have the same spelling patterns as the rhyming pairs, and the
children decide which words they go with and sound them out.

Making Words

Cunningham and Hall's making words activity is an excellent way to promote spelling
and decoding skills for strong young readers/writers (1994). In this activity, children
have a set of letter cards; the teacher has the same cards in a pocket chart. The teacher
leads the children through clues to make a series of words with their letters, beginning
with two or three letter words and moving to longer ones. As each word is made, the
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teacher adds an index card bearing the word to the pocket chart. The final step is to guess
and then make the 'secret word,' which utilizes all the letters. Once the secret word has
been discovered, the teacher and children sort the word cards by initial of ending letter,
rhyme or spelling pattern, and so on.

Writing and Publishing
Throughout the year, children should be writing and publishing their own pieces. When
the children become more fluent, however, they can be guided to a wider variety of
writing tools, such as editing, revising, dialogue, and use of quotation marks, different
genres, and tone. Attention to these aspects of writing moves competent early writers
into polished early writers. At this stage, writing instruction is primarily through writer's
workshop; children should also have lots of opportunities to work in a writing center,
experiencing writing in a less structured way. During writer's workshop, the strong
writers can gain experience with and instruction on the more tricky phonetic aspects of
English, such as long vowels, digraphs and blends, and irregular spelling patterns. Words
with these linguistic features can also be highlighted and discussed in Making Words,
Poem of the Week, Guess the Covered Word, Hidden Rhymes, and many other activities.

Literacy Activities for Transition Times
•

Call children to line up by stretching or segmenting their names.

•

Call all the children whose name has one beat, two beats, and so on to line up.

•

Children can practice oral blending while they wait for the specials teacher or
for snack to arrive. The teacher uses a segmented word in a riddle, such as
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"I'm thinking of an animal. It's a /kl .. ./at/," and the children have to blend
and guess the word. The child who guesses correctly can be the next to
segment a word for the rest of the class. Similarly, wait times can be used to
practice segmenting: "I'm thinking of an animal that has four legs and says
meow. What are the sounds in its name?" Blevins (1998) chants a
"segmentation cheer" with his children: "Listen to my cheer./Then shout the
sounds you hear./Sun! Sun! Sun!/ Let's take apart the word sun!/Give me the
beginning sound/ /s/!/Give me the middle sound/ /u/!/Give me the ending
sound/ /n/!/ Isl lu/ /n/--Sun! Sun! Sun!" (p. 39)
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Knowing Where We Stand and Where the Road is Going: In Summary
"Freedom is acquired by conquest, not by gift. It must be pursued constantly and
responsibly."
--Paolo Freire, 2003/1970, p. 47
Steven, a child who for the first four months of the year could not write any
recognizable letters or identify the letters of his own name, runs up to me, grabs my shirt
hem and, beaming, waves his paper in my face. "Look, Ms. Derby! I sounded it out all
by myself!" Of course, I was as excited as he was. Most teachers will tell you that
they're in it for moments like these, moments when a child is overwhelmed with the
wonderfulness and magic or what s/he has just accomplished. On days when I hear this, I
know that I am doing something right. Crafting a truly balanced literacy curriculum, one
which simultaneously reflects my children's educational needs, life experiences and
interests, and skills the state demands they master is not a simple task, yet it is a
necessity: it is the only way I know to ensure my students' success to the best of my
abilities.
Paula Rogovin (2004) recounts the difference curriculum can make in her story a
first grade boy who exhibited major behavioral and academic problems in his
kindergarten class, where the teacher had "a very limited curriculum." In Rogovin's
class, however, the child "was a brilliant and active participant. We saw absolutely no
negative behavior from him in class. In fact, he wrote a poem called ' My Face Is One
Big Smile" .. .I have had teachers deliberately send difficult children to my class because
' your curriculum will be good for him'" (p. 3). Rogovin visited one of my classes at
Bank Street this year and spoke about the unparalleled need for an interesting, childcentered and child-driven, developmentally appropriate, creative curriculum, echoing the
sentiments of Alfie Kohn (1996). She suggested that such curricula draw 'difficult'
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children in not only because they are engaging and the children want to be a part of the
activities, but because they allow teachers to address children's individual needs. This
point struck me deeply, as I had had several frustrating conversations with my principal
trying to explain that I thought most of the 'behavior problems' in our school were
actually problems with un-stimulating and uninteresting curricula. He did not agree, and
expressed in no certain terms that behavior problems were always due to poor
management and discipline by teachers, and nothing else.

All of our children need and deserve curricula, in literacy and other areas, which
are good for them. This is perhaps the most important thing I have learned teaching in a
back to basics school. Few children can learn or learn well with a curriculum that is not
good for them. It is my professional opinion, one shared by many of the authors listed in
the bibliography of this paper, that skill-drill-kill phonics curricula are not good for
readers and writers. Instead, we need to ensure the success and learning of our lower
income children by providing them with 'good' literacy curricula, those that value
children's experiences and interests, meet children where they are, include explicit and
implicit phonics activities as a part of their program, and base themselves on a foundation
of developmentally appropriate practice. If we are to be successful as teachers of these,
or any, children, we must envision curriculum that is equally strong in both explicit
teaching of what our children need to learn and the principles of choice, experience,
creativity, and joy that early progressive educators pioneered in the classroom.
As I have already noted, one major way to achieve this goal with young children
is to restore the centrality of play to the literacy curriculum and indeed, to all curricula.
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Increased pressure to improve test scores, to get children reading earlier and with
increased fluency, to keep up with other industrialized nations in the areas of math,
science, and technology, and to reduce the drop out rate has required dramatic play to be
a defended, rather than assumed, component of the kindergarten and first grade day. The
eschewing of play in favor of direct instruction is particularly true in back to basics
schools such as mine, where the stated primary goal is to get our students into quality
high schools and colleges.
While I believe that this is an admirable, moreover, crucial goal for my
kindergarteners, I also believe that, as Vivian Paley so accurately summarizes, " fantasy
play is the glue that binds together all other pursuits, including the early teaching of
reading and writing skills" (2004, p. 8).

Lev Vygotsky, a Russian psychologist who

studied children's development extensively and is perhaps the most famous advocate of
play for children, refers to fantasy play as "a leading factor in development" and adds that
"play creates a zone of proximal development in the child. In play, the child always
behaves beyond his average age, above his daily behavior; in play it is as though he were
a head taller than himself' (1930-1935, quoted in Berk 1995, p. 52). Within this zone of
proximal development a space for learning is formed, a space where emergent readers
and writers can absorb the most from their play and their more structured experiences. It
is this place that teachers need to encourage and tap in to with their literacy curricula.
Without adequate play time, young children physically cannot bend their bodies
and minds around the difficult tasks of learning to read and write (Paley, 2004;
Bredekamp & Copple, 1997). Sitting at a desk with a pencil and paper becomes an
impossibility for a child who has not been outside that day or had any portion of time
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when a teacher was not telling him or her what to do and how. Such a child will not only
fail to write or learn what the teacher is trying to teach, s/he will also get restless, act up,
and become a ' behavior problem,' leading us right back to Herbert Kohl and "I won't
learn from you" (1994). Phonics skills, justifiably important in beginning literacy
programs, can and should be learned through play and playful activities. Building time
into the day for literacy centers, acting out stories or rhymes, dramatic play, blocks,
integrated curricular studies emphasizing real uses for reading and writing, and.free
choice, quiet reading is vital to children's learning how to read and write and discovering
that they enjoy it. This learning and discovery will only feed on itself, prompting further
learning and feelings of academic success.
The implications in providing progressive, developmentally appropriate,
interesting, and phonics-inclusive literacy curricula for lower income students and
students of color extend far beyond helping those children read or write fluently, pass
promotion tests, or even go to college. As many educators and social activists have
repeatedly said, knowledge is power (Delpit & Dowdy, 2002, hooks, 1994, Kozol, 1978;
Friere, 1970). Thus teaching anyone, be they kindergarteners or adults, to read is a strong
political statement to those who currently hold power (Kohl, 2003; Delpit & Dowdy,
2002; Weiner, 1999; Delpit, 1995; hooks, 1994; Rose, 1989; Kozol, 1978; Friere, 1970).
It implies that all people deserve equal access to knowledge and the social status and

economic stability that higher education and knowledge can bring.
In his description of Fidel Castro's massive literacy campaign in post-revolution
Cuba when 95,000 young volunteers taught one million rural-dwelling adult Cubans to
read and write within the space of a year, Jonathan Kozol quotes David Harman:
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Do we begin with word-sounds or with full-word identifications? The point is: It
doesn't matter either way. None of it works, in any case, unless it is allied with
something else. That 'something else' is what they did in Cuba. It is the promise
of a better life for every man and woman in the land (1978, p. 342).
That 'something else,' the belief that teaching a child to read is 'the promise of a better
life' firmly links teaching to radical social change; it is, in the words of bell hooks, "the
difference between education as the practice of freedom and education that merely strives
to reinforce domination" (1994, p. 4). Locating necessary skills, such as phonics, within
a progressive framework that makes them palatable, developmentally appropriate, and
relevant to children is a part of educating for freedom.
All educators, and particularly those who teach low income children and children
of color, need to actively educate for freedom in as many ways as we can. Literacy, in all
its shades of definition, holds keys to a myriad of doors in a society that has a great deal
at stake in keeping poor children and children of color illiterate, either literally or
metaphorically. As John Dewey has taught us, we must seek to replicate and explore the
world within our classrooms and without, so that our children will grow to adulthood
prepared to thoughtfully take their place as citizens of a democracy (Dewey 1997/1938,
1966/1916). Moreover, we must give them the language tools and analytical and critical
thinking skills to challenge the existing social order.
To view our teaching as preparing children to alter the social, economic, political,
and moral structure of our society is nothing less than "a task for radicals" (Freire,
2003/1970, p. 39). Placing the power of true, complete, complex literacy, which is only
acquired through balanced, needs-oriented, interest-driven curricula, firmly in the hands
of our most unempowered and underprivileged children plays a immense role in
eradicating social inequity. Jonathan Kozol (1978) stated that
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All learning is ideological in one way or another. .. All education, unless it
is hopelessly boring and irrelevant, is political. People are taught to read
so that they will vote by uniform stimuli, read orders, and buy in
predictable patterns in response to calculated methods of appeal, or else
they learn to read and write in order to strive, in one way or another, for an
ethical, idealistic, or emancipating goal. Education is either for
domestication or for liberation (p. 364).
I would argue that progressive teaching, with its focus on the whole child with
family and community, is education for liberation. There are few things more liberating
than watching a child like my student Steven, who came into the year not knowing how
to read or write his name, light up in joy at writing or reading on his own. Although
Steven was already deemed a failure by politicians and society due to his South Bronx
address, having been born to and raised by a single, working mother without a college
education, and poverty status, his classmates and I experienced him as a charming,
intelligent child who loved snakes and making people laugh. As I move forward on my
journey as a teacher, I will think of Steven and his classmates and renew my commitment
to teaching for liberation and my hope to gather around me fellow radicals with whom I
can learn and work.
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